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The Biological Deserts Fallacy
Cities contribute more than we think to regional biodiversity
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Cities contribute more than we think to biodiversity

1. Release from pressure in surrounding landscape 

1. Increase regional habitat heterogeneity 

1. Provide stopover locations for migratory species 

1. Contribute genetic diversity and adaptation to climate change 

1. Enable engagement and stewardship   



IS Removal in cities may matter much more than we think

Of 962 list 1 plant 
species, 48% are 

restricted to the 34 
counties with high and 

medium population 
density 

Schwartz, M., J. Thorne, J. Viers 2006. Biotic homogenization of the California flora in urban and 
urbanizing regions. Biological Conservation.



eBird data from 83 parks 0.1-533 acres 

Santa Clara County 

Birds respond to 
large patches and 

native cover in 
urban parks in 

Santa Clara County 

Native plants and habitat matter in cities



Willow riparian habitat Wildflower meadow



Willow riparian habitat



Riparian willow habitat 

Rottenborn, S. 1999. Predicting the impacts of urbanization on riparian bird communities. 
Biological Conservation. 



IS Threats: Riparian willow habitat 



Riparian willow habitat 
Sausal creek daylighting

Charleston retention basin





Sausal creek daylighting



Riparian willow habitat 

458 species 



Charleston retention basin



224 species 

Charleston retention basin



Wildflower meadows



Wildflower meadow habitat 

Yellow-faced bumblebee

Monarch

Black-tailed bumble bee

SoCal Restored 

wildflower meadows 

with Lupin and other 

wildflowers 
(Luong et al. 2019)

Native milkweeds and 

wildflowers 
(Dilts et al. 2019, Crone & Schultz 2021)

SF Urban parks with 

natural areas and 

Ceonothus thyrsifolius 
(McFrederick & LeBuhn 2006)



Wildflower meadow habitat 



Riparian willow habitat CNPS Pt. Isabel 

Wildflower meadows at Google



CNPS Restoration Pt. Isabel



CNPS Restoration Pt. Isabel



Wildflower meadows at Google





Wildflower meadows at Google



Conclusions 

● Urban biodiversity is very responsive to local habitat conditions

● Potential for urban biodiversity conservation is much larger than we think 

● IS management is an important tool in the toolbox, even in urban landscapes 
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